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VL A Letter from Mr John Monro to the Pub" 
lifher, concerning the Catacombs oj r Rome and 
Naples. 

SIR, 

THe Catacombs are an obfcure argument. I 
have feen thofe of Rome, I have feen thofe of 
Naples, and as they fay there are Catacombs in the 
Neighbourhood of all the great Towns of that part of 
ItaljiX had been glad to have feen them where-ever they 
are. They are an obfcure argument indeed 5 but perhaps 
the greateft obfcurity about them is, that a matter that 
has fo much exercis'd the Pens of the Moderns, fhou'd 
be totally negle&ed by the Ancients : Neither the 
name nor the ttting is found in the latter, ' whereas 
among the former, Antiquaries and Travellers are full 
of them, All they into whofe way they come, think 
they do nothing if they do not exhauft them before 
they leave them 5 they take all their dimenfions, mea- 
fure their height, their breadth and their length $ they 
furvey all the little rooms, fearch every hole and cor- 
ner, criticize nicely on me quality, arid calculate the 
age of the poor Painting and Infcriptioris, and make 
excurfions into other arguments, to find out the end 
for which they were made. The Catacombs are a nar- 
row Gallery dug and carry'd a vaft way under ground, 
with an infinite number of others going off it on all 
hands, and an infinite number of little rooms going off 
the principal, and them too. Thofe commonly fhew'd 
Strangers are thofe of San Sebttftiatro, thofe of San Lc- 
rettzo, thofe of Sattt Agnefc, and the others in rhs Fields 
Hhhhh a 



(*44) 

a little off of Sant Agnefe. They take their names from 
the Churches in their neighbourhood, and feem to di- 
vide the circumference ot the City without the Walls 
between them, extending, their Galleries every where 
under, and a vaft way from it , fo that all the ground 
under, and for many miles about it, is faid to be hol- 
low. Now there are two forts of Authors that run 
into extravagance on this fubjeft 3 the one will have 
them made by the Primitive Chriftians , adding, that 
in the times of Perfecution they hVd, held their Af- 
femblies, and laid up the Bodies of their Martyrs and 
Confeilbrs in them. This is the account that prevails 
at Rome, and confequent to it there are men kept con- 
ftantly at work in them. As.foon as thefe Labourers 
difcover a Repofitory, with any of the marks of a Saint 
about it, intimation is given to the Cardinal Treafurer, 
who immediately fends men of probity and reputation 
to the place, where they find a Palm painted or in- 
graven, or the Cypher Xp, which is commonly read 
pro Chrifio, or a fmall round projection in the fide of 
the Gallery, a little below the Repofitory 3 what is 
within it is carry 'd to the Palace. Many of thefe pro- 
jections we have feen open, with pieces of the Vials in 
them 5 the Glafs indeed was tin&ur'd, and 'tis pretend- 
ed that in thefe Vials was conferv'd the Blood of the 
Martyrs, which was thus laid up nigh their Bodies, to- 
wards the Head, to diftinguifti them irom thofe of the 
others that were not call'd to the honour of laying 
down their lives for the faith of the Gofpel. After the 
Labourers have furvey'd a Gallery, they do up the en- 
try that leads into it 3 thus moft of them are (hut 3 nor 
are more left open than what is neceflary to keep up 
the trade of mewing them to Strangers, which they 
fay is done to prevent what has of ten happen'd, Imean 
peoples lofing themfelves in thefe fubterraneous Laba- 
ryrtths 3. by this con dud depriving us of the means of 
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knowing whither &nd how far -they; were carry'd. To 
this *t may be juftly excepted, that allowing the Cata- 
combs to be proper for the end for which they are pre- 
fum'd to be made, and that the Chriftians of that age 
were in a capacity of making that convenience, for 
themfelves to live and aifemble in below ground, at a 
time when 'twas fo very unfafe to appear above it; yet 
to fuppofe that a work of that vaftnefs and importance 
cou'd be carry'd on without the knowledge of the Go- 
vernment, is to fuppofe the Government afleep, and 
that that was actually done under its nofe, that muft 
neceffarily have alarm'd it, had it been attempted on 
the frontiers of the Empire. 

The other fort of Authors give indeed a mighty Idea 
of the Catacombs, reprefent them as a work of that 
vaftnefs, that the Chriftians in the perfecting times 
had not number enough to carry it on j> but then moft 
iinadvifedly with the fame breath they confound them 
with the T?Htknli in FeftmPmpeivs, where, at the fame 
time that the Ancient Romans us'd to burn the Bodies 
of their dead, the cuftom was, to avoid expence, to 
throw thofe of the Slaves to rot. 

This is not all, the Roman Chriftians, fay they, ob- 
fervingat length the great veneration that certain places 
gain'd by the pretence of Heli&s, refolv'd to provide a 
ftock for themfelves 5 entring therefore the Catacombs,, 
they made in fome of them what Cyphers, what In- 
fcriptions,what Painting they thought fit,and then (hut 
them up 3 intending to open them again upon a Dream 
or fome other important incident. The few that were 
in the fecret of this Artifice either dying, or as the 
Monks, who were the only men that fcem to have had 
Heads adapted to a thought of this quality, were fob. 
jeSt to fo many removes, being tranfported to other 
places, the contrivance came to be forgot, and thofe 
Galleries confinu'd (hut, till Chance, the Parent, often 
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©f great difcoveries, open 'd them at laft. Thus they 
conclude, the remains of the vileft part of Mankind are 
trump'd up in the Church for the Bodies of the moft 
eminent Confeffors and Martyrs. 

To leave the latter part of this tale to fhift for itfelf 
as well as it can, either the Catacombs are not that 
great work they are reprefented to be, nor to be found 
every where about the City, or 'twas very improper in 
Bejius Pompeius to call them by the little name of Puti- 
culi, and fo confine them to one place only, that I 
mean unknown now without the Efquilin-GsAQ. In- 
deed the charafters of the places are fo very unlike, 
that one wou'd wonder how a common Burying' place, 
where in holes Bodies were thrown together to rot, 
came to, be confounded with Repofitories cut in the 
face of- a long Gallery, one over another, fometimes to 
the number of feven, in which Bodies were fingly laid, 
and handfomely done up again, fo that nothing cou'd 
offend the view of thofe that went in , efpecially 
with the little rooms of the fafhion of Chappels, that 
have all the. appearances of being the Sepulchres of 
people of diftinftion. 

The Remark, Phticulos Antiquijjimnm fepultur<e genus 
appellatos, quod ibi in puteis fepirentur homines, is that 
of an Etymologic, that would be now thought to 
fpeakagainft all the property of Language, if he ap- 
ply'd the name to. our Graves or Vaults, to which it 
may with more juftice and reafon be apply'd, than to 
the Galleries of the Catacombs, and the. rooms that go 
off them. What the particulars were is not difficult to 
define, after what we have (sen fo often. When the 
Perfecutors fpilt the Blood of fo many Martyrs, they 
us'd to dig holes perpendicularly; in the ground, and to 
fhrovv their Bodies promifcuoufiy in them $ of this the 
memory is ftill conferv'd, Churches being built ,in the 
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places where the holes were made, and little Mo- 
numents ere&ed over the holes themfelves, to which 
the name ofPutei is continu'd to this day. 

This is the true notion of the Pfttiadi, holes dug 
perpendicularly in the ground to throw Bodies indiffe- 
rently and without any decency in ^ and according to 
the argument this ought to be the conduct of the An- 
cient Romans, with refpecl: to their Slaves, as implying 
fimplicity and the care to avoid a greater expence $ but 
then what's all this to the Galleries and Chambers of 
the Catacombs, where decency and diftin&ion of qua- 
lity is nicely obferv'd $ and that, it they were look'd 
after, and kept in better repair, would be without di~ 
fpute the nobleft Burying-pjace this day in the world. 
As often as they fall under my consideration, I cannot 
forbear thinking they were made for this end by the 
ancient Rowans, and made in confequence of thefe two 
ancient opinions, that the (hadows hate the light, and 
love to bover about the place where the Bodies are 
laid, they appear fo eafy and decent a refting place for 
the one, without the leaft fear of being eyer difturb'd, 
and at the fame time there is provided a noble and a 
vaft convenience full of variety- for the others, to Ipace 
themfelves freely and with pleafure in. 

I think 'twill not be deny'd, that laying up the Bo- 
dies in Caves was the original way of difpofing of the 
dead 5 this was that of the Vh<enkians, and as they 
were the men that with their Colonies peopled the 
Weftem parts of the World, 'tis morethan probable 
they carry'd it along with them whither foever they 
went. Afterwards, as men grew greatand powerful, 
they erc&ed noble and magnificent monuments for 
themfelves above ground $ at length others of inferiour 
degree imitated them, all leaving room' enough and ex*- 
eluding the light ; but then interring as we co now in 
die open air, or in Temples, was never the manner 
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till Cbriftian^y brought it in. Of the whole we have 

many iiiftanee?, and U Senior Ahbate Bennw, Blbllothe* 

eary of the Propaganda, a Gentleman of good ancient 

Learning, allured me in the conversion I had with 

him on" this argument, that on the great Roads in 

raoft parts of Italy little Catacombs have been and are 

(till found under ground, and that 'twas the cuftom to 

build little Boules over them, This, and the teftimo- 

ny of the Labourers whom I confuited on the matter, 

made me abandon an opinion of which Z was once 

fond, that the Catacombs are of the nature of our 

Gravel-pits, as old as the City itfeif, and yet out of 

them was taken the Pws&o/^the famous Ingredient in 

the Roman Mortar, The fame learned Gentleman added, 

relating to the marks of a Martyr, that they don't 

conclude much % that the fo farrui Cypher Xp was in 

ufe among the Ancients long before Chriftianity be* 

gun ; And when I ask'd him what the meaning of it 

might be among them, retunrd, that 'twas compos'd 

of the two Qm k Letters X P, under which fomething 

myftical was comprehended, but that he met with no 

Author that gave account what the rayftery was. 

Thug, after a multitude of thoughts about the Ca» 
tacombs, I'm forc'd to take up with this § fo natural it 
is, arifing from the fole theory of the place, and falls 
in fo appoutely with the Religion and Practice of the 
Ancients, among whom the Dii Mams were the Tute- 
lary Gods of the Country, and D, M, at the head of 
an Infcription, argues the Moles, the Sepulchre, th^ 
Monument, &c> was in the primary intention made 
for and dedicated to tho Sou!, Upon the fame max- 
ims, in foreign expeditions, when a Hero dy'd or was 
kiil'd, as the Body was liable to a quick corruption, 
and for that reafon Unfit to be tranfported entire, they 
fell on the expedient of Burning, in order to bring 
home the Allies, to oblige the Mami to folio w, thar 
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fo the Country might not be depriv'd of the benefit of 
its tutelage. This I humbly conceive was the original 
of Burning, which by degrees became more and more 
univerfal, till at laft the pomp and magnificence of it 
reconcil'd it to all that were able to go to the length 
of the expence. 

As for the prejudice of the filence of the Ancient 
Authors in this matter, 'tis eaflly remov'd, and to be 
regreted at the fame time that the Authors of all Ages 
too much negle&jthe cuftoms of their own time- Wri- 
ting for the fatisfa&ion of their cotemporaries, they 
think it impertinent to trouble them with the account 
of what they fee tranfafted every day. By this means 
the ancient cuftoms, with the time, and reafons of 
their difufe, are loft with refpecT: to us, and ours with 
the fame circumftances may come to be fo with relati- 
on to pofterity. As the Authors are pleas'd to adopt 
them for their Children, one wou'd wonder greater 
care is not taken not to entail vifible occafions of com- 
plaint on them ^ nay, one wou d wonder more, to fee 
thefeGentlemen fo little ambitious of a future reputation, 
when they may infallibly affure it themfelves, without 
refigning the prefent, by tranfmitting the knowledge 
of things, the knowledge of which may in a fmall fe- 
ries of years become otherwife irretrievable $ they can- 
not but obferve every day what efteem is plac'd on 
thofe Authors, to whom we are fore'd to go, to find 
in them what eannot be found elfewhere, to compare 
with the others, in whom nothing is to be found, but 
what men of Reafon are able to find at home. 

Upon the whole, the Catacombs I humbly conceive 
were the Burying-places of the ancient Bom am ; a? 
length the manner of Burning, which they received 
from the Grecians, coming by degrees to prevail uni- 
verfally, they fell under a total negleft, "This is the 
State in which the Primitive'Chriftians muft be fuppos'd 
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to have found them ; 'tis not to be imagin'd they cou'd 
have made any ufe of them, at a time when 'twas the 
daily pra&ice to lay up even the depofitions of the 
Slaves in them 5 fo that either the Chriftians made no 
ufe of them at all, or they never were the burying 
Place of the Slaves^ Now as thefe are fuppofitions 
that naturally deftroy one another, one would count 
it more fafe to follow the faint light of a glimmering 
tradition, than abandon ones felf to the conduct of an 
Ignk fatnits, that for ought a man knows is actually 
misleading him, fo I beg leave to call the Teftimony 
of Fejlus Pompems, that may rather be appiyed to any 
other thing than to the Galleries of the Catacombs, 
carry'd under ground, they fay 20 miles from the City 
in fome places, and no body knows how far in others, 
and to that vaft number of Chambers that go off them. 
Thus therefore the Chriftians finding them in a ftate of 
neglecl: laid up the Bodies of their Dead in them 5 and 
perhaps when the perfecution was hot, conceal'd them- 
felves and kept little feparale Aflembles in their Cham- 
bers. At laft the Empire turning Chriftians, they fe.il 
again in the old ftate of neglect, in which they con- 
tinu'd till upon the reading of, I have forgot what 
Author that makes mention of them, they came to he 
"look'd into and fearch'd. What I have writ relates to 
the Catacombs of Rome, thofe of Naples are a quite o- 
ther thing, of which per next. I am, 
6Vr, 

Tour moji humble Servant, 
Marfeilles, Aug. 22. 
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